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The Ernest Hemingway Collection at the
John F. Kennedy Library
STEPHEN PLOTKIN

P

or the ADE meeting last October, I was asked to
comment on the Hemingway Collection from the
perspective of an archivist and a curator. The
trouble is, the Hemingway Collection is, at this point, thoroughly uninteresting-archivally speaking. Basic concepts
of archival theory such as provenance or original order,
respect dufonds, apply either trivially (we know precisefywhere
these papers came from) or not at all (these papers never
had an original order).! In terms of archival practice, the
Hemingway Collection at one time posed a genuine challenge, simply because it did lack any order. The first curator, Jo August Hills, confronted that problem; devised a
coherent, flexible cataloging system; and turned a shapeless mass of material into a model of accessibility. Any
cataloging I do is merely an application of her excellent
system. Moreover, the great archival problems of the end
of the century-the proliferation of records and the preservation of electronic data-simply do not apply. Although he was a great packrat, there is, after all, an end to
Hemingway'S papers. As for electronic recordkeeping,
suffice it to say that Hemingway was barely around for the
transistor radio.
Since the collection seems to be such a dead end for
a stricdy archival essay, I will tell you a story instead: a story
about why these papers came to be here. I am sure the
question has occurred to all of you. What is the connection between Ernest Hemingway and John F. Kennedy?
The short answer is "not much." But there is a longer
answer.
To begin with, Ernest Hemingway always recognized
the value of his papers. Fairly early in his career,
Hemingway's letters had begun to enter the autograph
marketplace, and Hemingway himself was known to lend
or give his manuscripts to people as a mark of appreciation. Although he understood the value of his papers,
Hemingway did very litde toward providing for their disposition after his death. According to his fourth wife,
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Mary, Hemingway talked about wanting to make his papers accessible, and the two of them had even visited the
New York Public Library, but decided against depositing
the papers there.
When Hemingway killed himself in 1961, the papers
were distributed in at least four different places-Cuba,
Ketchum (Idaho), Key West, and New York-and Mary
had only a general idea of Ernest's intentions. First the
papers needed to be collected, an especially difficult
proposition for the material at the Hemingways' house in
Cuba, called the Finca Vigia. There was a need for haste;
after Hemingway'S death, the Cuban government had
announced its intention of turning the Finca Vigia into a
museum and had privately given Mary carte blanche to
remove what she wanted, although this license would last
for only a short time. But the Bay of Pigs was still fresh
in everybody's mind and relations between Cuba and the
United States were at an all-time low.
In this situation, the real difficulty was with the U.S.
government. The Cuba embargo had recendy been established, and like a child with a brand new toy, the government was exercising it vigorously. The government was
especially unlikely to make an exception for Mary, who was
proposing to remove highly visible cultural and artistic
work-not just Hemingway's manuscripts, but several
valuable paintings from his Paris days. In fact, the papers
pro bably would have remained in Cuba to this day except
that Mary and Ernest had a friend in common with the
Kennedys, a man named William Walton. A trusted informal advisor to the president and especially Mrs.
Kennedy, Walton contacted the president, who arranged
a visa through the office of the U.S. Attorney Generalnot incidentally, of course, his brother. Next Mary needed
to ensure that she would be able to leave Cuba with the
material that she wanted. It is one thing to have the permission of the central government. It is quite another to
tell the local alcalde that you are removing the priceless
effects of a revered local resident. This ongoing struggle
with the local Cuban authorities was resolved only by the
appearance of Castro himself, who visited Mary and put
his imprimatur on the removal.
Free to act, Mary spent a feverish month collecting an
immense amount of material, which she packed into
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trunks and shopping bags and shipped from Havana to
Tampa on a tuna boat. Some material she overlooked. It
remains in Cuba to this day, along with the house, its furnishings, and Ernest's library. A great deal she burned.
According to Mary, she destroyed only some junk mail and
twenty years of back issues of magazines. But we have
only her word for this, and even if she was being candid,
in her haste Mary could not have been nearly so careful
as we would have liked. In any case, Mary tells that she and
her assistant kept a bonfire going for three days.
Mary took the Cuba papers and the much smaller
caches from Key West and Ketchum back to New York,
where she stored everything in a bank vault and at her
apartment. There the papers remained for several years
while Mary fielded bids for the papers from research libraries all over the United States. (I have long since lost
count of the places that made offers for the papers.)
During this time, Walton remained in the background,
quiedy but firmly insisting that Mary owed the papers to
Kennedy and ought to give them to his library. This insistence redoubled after the president's assassination, until
Mary fmally acquiesced, impulsively and characteristically
making the offer to one of Mrs. Kennedy's aides at a cocktail party. Mary then prompdy disappeared on a Bimini
vacation, leaving the Kennedy family frantically scouring
the country for her just so they could accept. Over the next
few years both parties firmed up their commitment, and
by the early 1970s the papers began to be transferred to
the custodianship of the Kennedy Library. In the meantime, architect 1. M. Pei was planning the final destination
of the Hemingway papers, the Hemingway Room, as part
of his designs for the Kennedy Library building. The library was opened in 1979; the Hemingway room was
opened in 1980.

Why the Kennedy Library?
This is the factual account. For the sake of conciseness,
it leaves out many details, such as the insecurity that led
Mary to waffle about finalizing her decision, the hardball
lobbying by which certain world-class institutions tried to
get the papers instead, and the grumbling and carping in
the archival community against the Kennedy Library for
accepting extraneous collections-sour grapes, to be sure,
but not untrue for all that. Most elusive, however, is a clear
reason for these papers to be here. Why did William Walton
believe so strongly that the papers should be placed at the
Kennedy Library? Why did the Kennedy family accept
this donation with such alacrity? In the search for a reason, let me start by interrupting myself to askyou a question: What do you think of when you think of Ernest
36
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Hemingway?
Leaving this question to simmer on some back burner
of your mind, I will begin with a couple of quotations
from people who were giving reasons for the presence of
these papers in this library. The first is by Arthur
Schlesinger,]r., writing to Mary Hemingway in his capacity as a member of the Kennedy Library committee: "I
cannot imagine anything that would make one central
purpose of the Library more immediately clear-that is,
that it should become in the words of the basic memorandum ... 'a center for the study of mid-century America,
its basic problem ... its conception of itself and of its
destiny.'" Later he says:
I really do feel that the Kennedy Library would
be an ideal depository. It is not only that President
Kennedy cared so much about the arts and did so
much to increase national recognition for artistic
achievement; or that he so very much admired
your husband and his work. I think that, in addition, President Kennedy and Ernest Hemingway
shared so many ideals of truth and courage and
commitment. I have often thought that the President was the perfect embodiment of Ernest
Hemingway'S definition of courage as "grace
under pressure."z
My other quote is from renowned archivist Herman
Kahn, writing to Schlesinger to counsel him on the propriety of accepting literary papers: "In the case of Presidential Libraries it has been my feeling that the correspondence and manuscripts of authors should be acquired only
if they are persons who have had an obvious, important,
and direct effect on the era associated with the name of a
President, or scholars whose work has illuminated the history of the President's period." But Kahn goes on to say:
This, of course, raises the question of the
Hemingway papers, but they must serve as the
exception which proves the rule. When an item
or a collection is of an order of magnitude whose
importance dwarfs all others in its field, it requires
no justification except the fact of its own existence and importance. Let us say, for instance, that
the museum of the Library was offered a Corot
or a Turner which had no connection in any way
with John F. Kennedy, but was simply a fine painting. I would think that such a gift would be refused. On the other hand, should the Library be
offered a da Vinci or a Rembrandt, I would think

that it would be accepted simply because it would
not fall into any of the ordinary categories of relevance in the canons of collecting. This, it seems
to me, is the justification that must be used in explaining acceptance of the Hemingway papers
but refusing the papers of lesser figures who, as
far as we can now judge, are of serious but transient importance. 3

keep in mind is aura.
Let me expand a little on this idea about image and
the images of the two men; after all, it seems cynical to talk
about the prominence of a president and an American literary writer in terms of image. Let me ask you to think
about the Hemingway word association that we played earlier. Hemingway has been called the "he-man of American Literature"; it was a public image that he cultivated
assiduously and strenuously, and it has been remarkably
I do not think that it does either Kennedy or Hemingway
influential. Even those who concern themselves profesan injustice to say that what both Schlesinger and Kahn
sionally with Hemingway-critics, academics, biographers-have trouble rendering Hemingway in any other
are discussing is a question of image. We can see this easily in Schlesinger's sweeping use of words like truth and
way, despite the manifest distortions and tall tales from
courage, but even Kahn's judicious considerations are
which this "he-man" conception was built. Nor should
strained by a certain fuzziness about his comparisons. He
this be surprising, given that Hemingway himself ulticompares Hemingway's mass of papers to finished, single
mately lost control of the image and the various fictions
works by a painter. And the painters in question are da
that went into making it.
The contrast between the fate of Kennedy'S image
Vinci and Rembrandt. Does Hemingway possess the artistic stature in western literature that Rembrandt and da
and that of Hemingway's is instructive. The importance
Vinci possess in western art? Yet, Hemingway does loom
of public image to Kennedy'S career and legacy is widely
for us in some way as large as da Vinci and Rembrandt,
known, but it is known precisely because Kennedy's imeven if the basis for this eminence is not strictly artistic.
age has always been open to challenge, debate, and debunking. Largely this is true because of the nature of the
And this is what I mean by image. Another good word to
fields that the two men occupied.
Politics guarantees that every claim·
you make will be publicly scrutinized
by professionally skeptical adversaries. Still, the "Kennedy mystique"
was and is an extraordinarily effective thing.
Granted the significance of
public image in the careers and posthumous reputations of these two
men, what is the effect, in terms of
image, of having the Hemingway
papers at the Kennedy Library? The
effect on Hemingway'S image and
reputation is fairly easy to gauge. As
a unique collection among the presidentiallibraties, Hemingway's papers
are spotlighted in a way that they
never would be if they were in any
other kind of library. More importantly, placed in a major historicalpolitical institution, these papers
gain by association some relation to
Mary Hemingway (front) with Betry and Toby Bruce, Key West friends of Ernest Hemingway,
the so-called real world. Instead of
going through papers stored in the back of Sloppy Joe's Bar in Key West. This is the only
the honorable inconsequentiality
known extant photograph of Mary's efforts to gather and preserve her husband's papers after
that we generally bestow on art,
his death. Photograph copyright Don Pinder. Used by permission.
Hemingway, through his papers, atJune 1998/ DOCUMENTARY EDITING
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tains something of the magnitude of a historical event. At
any rate, this was Mary Hemingway's intention: she admitted that she had sought out a place where Hemingway's
papers would have both prominence and singularity.
The impact on the image of Kennedy, the dominant
partner in this interchange, is harder to judge. One result,
as Arthur Schlesinger's letter makes clear, is to associate
President Kennedy with the powerful conception of
masculinity and manliness that Hemingway built up
through his fiction and his persona. On another level, just
as Hemingway gains consequence by being identified with
the "reality" of politics and history, so Kennedy gains a
kind of Olympian aura by this connection with the
ahistorical "higher realm" of art and literature.
But I will let Kennedy himself have the last word on
the matter of image and the relationship to Hemingway.
When Kennedy was writing Profiles in Courage, he was casting about for a tag line, a succinct definition of his central theme. One of his aides rather sententiously trotted
out the famous definition of courage attributed to
Hemingway, "grace under pressure," which Schlesinger
quotes in his letter to Mary. Kennedy thought about this
for a moment and then said to the aide, ''You know, that
leaves me really cold." And yet he used the line; it figures
front and center in the book. 4
For both men, these effects point to what could be
called the moral of the situation. There is a strong tendency to think of archival institutions, especially the presidentiallibraries, as monuments built to hold a finished
history: essentially vaults for discrete periods of the past.
The Kennedy Library and Museum tends to enforce this
impression by looking like a monument. But such pure
commemoration is hardly ever true of an archival institution. The efforts to house archives inevitably take part
in the history they purport to preserve. What the incongruity of the presence of the Hemingway collection at the
Kennedy Library makes clear is that archival institutions,
and even the archives they contain, make statements that
continue and add to the very history they are supposed to
comprise. What we see when we look at this or arry other
archival collection is the place where politics and epistemology coincide, where the question "how do we know?"
simultaneously engenders answers in terms of interests
and values as well as those of evidence and justification.
The introduction of a political dimension to archives
is easy to accept for the Hemingway Collection, with its
relatively high profIle, its odd placement, and its tale of
direct interventions by prominent political figures. But the
highly unusual Hemingway Collection is, in a sense, absolutely typical. In fact, perhaps this has come around to
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being an archival essay after all, for the question at hand
is how do we archivists justify what we keep, which is indeed a central archival question. Within archives a number of answers are advanced, for example, the practical
answers out of records management or cooperative documentation, or the idealistic answer from historical responsibility. In turn, these answers are usually based on certain
founding metaphors that describe records in terms of
nature and organicity. But the question I am getting at digs
below even these answers. It was put to me in its starkest
form a few years ago by one of the participants in the
ADE conference, Julia Flanders: In a world of limitations,
how do we justify expending our precious resources on
these things we save? Whose interests are served? Who
benefits?
There may be no simple answers to these questions:
beware the person with simple answers. But for any of us
in the business of preserving textual materials, I think
there is a great deal of good to be gained from remembering to ask and trying to answer them. Such questions
bring us up against that modern cliche, "knowledge is
power," which for archives translates into the chiasmus
"knowledge organizes power and power organizes knowledge." Archives and manuscript repositories are the result of political situations. In turn, they serve to sustain,
to justify, to remember that organization of power.
At this point, it is reasonable to ask me what I make
of the situation I have described. Do I just say "it's all
politics" and go my merry way? Well, no. I don't think it
is "all politics"; those pesky questions of truth and value
simply will not go away. I think that Hemingway was a
superb, if uneven, writer who has had an enormous impact on our culture. But recognizing a political dimension,
a political understanding, of this collection and of archives
in general has encouraged me to utilize the collection in
ways that cut athwart its usual, traditional uses. For example, I have expended much energy in developing ways
to make the collection a teaching tool. I envision the
Hemingway Collection as a major composition workshop
for Boston-area high school students and beginning college students. If this sounds less than radical, it is. The
conservative tendencies of an institution are a matter of
inertia rather than nefarious purpose. Change and difference can happen merely by the decision to rethink time
and resources.
I would like to end by drawing from this essay a general conclusion for the practicing archivist, and perhaps
others in the field of textual preservation. The current
slogan for the National Archives and Records AdminisContinued on page 46

